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Kenneth Collins, a professor of historical theology at Asbury Theological 
Seminary, and Jerry Walls, a professor of philosophy at Houston Baptist 
University, co-authored this book published on the 500th anniversary of 
Martin Luther’s nailing of the 95 theses on the Wittenberg Castle Church 
door. The book is neither aimed at Catholics nor intended to be about Prot-
estantism. Although the authors believe that the Catholic Church should 
be seen as a branch within “mere Christianity” (8), their stated purpose is 
to help non-Catholic Christians, particularly evangelicals, who in consider-
ing whether to become Catholic are “struggling” (xiv) with the theological 
issues that presently divide evangelicals and Catholics. The authors are 
both Protestant and their aim is to spell out the various ways “where we 
think Roman Catholicism goes wrong” (8), in order to dissuade evangeli-
cals from becoming Catholic, and to put them at ease in choosing to remain 
evangelical.
The work is comprised of twenty chapters, in addition to an intro-
duction and conclusion, and is essentially a comprehensive chapter-by-
chapter exposition of the primary Protestant theological objections to the 
Catholic Church. In the introduction the authors describe their own reli-
gious backgrounds, how they came to decide to write this book, and what 
were their intentions in writing it. The first chapter is a brief reminder and 
overview of what Protestants and Catholics have in common historically, 
theologically, and sacramentally. The second and third chapters present 
a Protestant perspective on the differences between the Protestant and 
Catholic conceptions of the role and authority of tradition, the formation 
of the New Testament canon, and the place of the Apocrypha in the canon 
of the Old Testament. Next they explain the Protestant notions of the per-
spicuity, sufficiency, and authority of Scripture, and the respects in which 
these differ from Catholic doctrine. Along the way they address common 
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caricatures of Protestant doctrine as well as some arguments made by 
Catholic apologists.
In the fourth and fifth chapters the authors set out to argue that there 
is no internal inconsistency within Protestantism between affirming the 
authority of the Bible and the classical creeds on the one hand, and deny-
ing the authority and claims of the Catholic Magisterium on the other. 
They do so negatively by calling into question the Catholic teaching on the 
necessary relationship between Scripture, Tradition, and the Magisterium, 
first by critically analyzing Bl. Cardinal John Henry Newman’s argument 
concerning the relation of these three, and then by laying out their own ar-
gument against this Catholic doctrine. The fifth chapter is a positive argu-
ment from Protestant premises for accepting the authority of the Nicene 
Creed without appealing to magisterial authority. Here the authors return 
again to the canon question to argue that the twenty-seven books of the 
New Testament canon are self-authenticating, and that therefore no mag-
isterium is needed in order to determine which books belong to the canon. 
For the authors, once the canon is established, the authority of the Nicene 
Creed follows, because Scripture is authoritative and the Creed faithfully 
represents the message of Scripture.
In the sixth and seventh chapters the authors focus on the question 
of the Church. They use selections from the New Testament and early 
Church history to contrast the characteristics of the early Church with the 
Catholic conception of the Church by considering in succession each of 
the four marks of the Church confessed in the Nicene-Constantinopol-
itan Creed. Except in the case of the mark of holiness, they argue for a 
Protestant conception of each, and against a Catholic conception of each. 
Regarding the mark of apostolicity they argue both by way of exegesis 
of Scripture and from selections from apostolic fathers that there was no 
distinction between bishop and presbyter in the first-century Church, and 
thus that the Catholic distinction between these two offices is contrary to 
Scripture and Church practice as established by the Apostles. Here too 
they argue against the Catholic doctrine of apostolic succession in general, 
and against there having been a succession of bishops in Rome until the 
middle of the second century. The seventh chapter builds on the sixth, 
arguing against the Catholic Church’s ecclesiology, and in favor of a Prot-
estant ecclesiology according to which hierarchical unity is not part of the 
Church’s essence. From such an ecclesiology it follows that the Church of 
Rome, and the bishop of Rome in particular, have no divinely established 
role or authority, and that the Catholic Church is not the Church Christ 
founded. So the authors oppose as false and non-ecumenical the Catholic 
Church’s teaching regarding the obligation to seek to be in full commu-
nion with her, and limiting the Eucharist to those assenting to Catholic 
teaching on the Eucharist.
The eighth chapter is devoted entirely to responding to an article I 
wrote in 2010, titled “The Tu Quoque.” There I argued that discovering 
a different kind of authority, namely, interpretive authority, makes the 
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discoverer not subject to a particular tu quoque objection. The authors re-
ject this argument for a number of reasons which cannot be taken up in 
the space limitations of a book review, but to which I intend to respond 
elsewhere.
The ninth and tenth chapters address the topics of the sacraments of 
baptism and the Eucharist, as well as the ministerial priesthood. On bap-
tism itself the authors find common ground with Catholic teaching. But 
they oppose the practice of infant baptism because they do not see it either 
in Scripture or in the early Church until the late second century. Similarly, 
regarding the Eucharist the authors reject the Catholic doctrine and practice 
as “priestcraft and sacerdotalism” (154). They argue that the Lord’s Supper 
was originally a fellowship meal requiring no priest, and that gradually the 
emphasis on sacrifice came to predominate, transforming tables into altars, 
and presiders into priests. The Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation, they 
maintain, is an innovation entailing that Christ “had two bodies,” which 
they call the “two-body teaching of Rome” (164). They oppose this on the 
premise that Christ “cannot reign in bread” (165) and because this doctrine 
“turns Christian revelation on its head” (167). The tenth chapter is devoted 
almost entirely to arguing against the Catholic doctrine and practice of the 
Catholic ministerial priesthood, again on the basis of what is and is not 
contained both in the New Testament and in the writings of the apostolic 
fathers.
The eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth chapters take up the question of 
the papacy. The authors claim that the succession of bishops in the Church 
at Rome goes back only to the second half of the second century. They 
tell a story in which St. Victor, who served in this office from 189–199, 
“emerged” as the first monarchical bishop of Rome. Subsequent bishops 
of the Church of Rome, according to the authors, arrogated power to 
themselves, and falsely read back into prior popes this power until by the 
fourth century the bishop of Rome came to be known as the first among 
equals. The authors devote sections to explaining how Scripture passages 
sometimes used by the Catholic Church to support a unique and enduring 
charism given to St. Peter do not have this meaning. The twelfth chapter 
extends this discussion to the medieval popes and their misdeeds, the Do-
nation of Constantine, the Western Schism, the Spanish Inquisition, the 
Borgia popes, the sale of indulgences, the Index of Prohibited Books, and 
papal infallibility, concluding with a summary of reasons why the office 
of the pope could not have been established by Christ upon St. Peter. The 
thirteenth chapter is a technical chapter in which the authors set out to 
calculate the numerical probability that St. Clement, Hermas, St. Ignatius, 
and St. Justin would have written about a monarchical bishop in Rome, 
and the likelihood that the papacy was instituted by Christ given the fact 
that a number of popes in Church history lacked moral integrity. Their 
answers are .87 and .14, respectively.
The fourteenth chapter stands alone, focused on responding to some 
popular-level works of Catholic apologists in the United States. This 
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chapter concludes with a guide for deciding where to go to church on 
Sunday mornings, and a series of reasons for remaining evangelical.
The fifteenth and sixteenth chapters concern the Catholic doctrines and 
practices related to the Virgin Mary. Here the authors push back against 
the implications of the patristic conception of Mary as the second Eve if 
it is “pressed too far” (283). They argue against the Catholic doctrine of 
Mary’s perpetual virginity, not only from the absence of such a doctrine in 
Scripture, but also by attributing its defense by the Church fathers to their 
flawed views of sexuality influenced by Hellenistic and Stoic trends. The 
Catholic doctrine of Mary’s perpetual virginity, according to the authors, 
has harmed Mary herself: “it has not only in effect robbed her of her hus-
band; it has also taken away most of her children” (299). The sixteenth 
chapter in a similar way argues against the Catholic doctrine of Mary’s 
Immaculate Conception, her Bodily Assumption, and the Catholic teach-
ing concerning her continuing maternal activity in heaven as a channel of 
grace and intercession to her Son on our behalf.
The seventeenth through nineteenth chapters concern justification. 
The authors call into question the Catholic teaching on the relation of jus-
tification to the sacrament of baptism. They argue further that Catholic 
doctrine on justification conflates the distinction between justification and 
sanctification, and fails to acknowledge that imputation is extra nos, not by 
infusion. From these failures, according to the authors, additional Catho-
lic errors follow, including a synergistic conception of grace, the notion 
that in a state of grace we can merit increases in grace, and a denial of 
sola fide. The authors show how each of these alleged errors can be seen 
in the teaching promulgated by the Council of Trent, and are for the most 
part still present, and at least not repudiated, in the Catholic sections of 
the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification. So the authors argue 
that the Joint Declaration “promulgates an essentially Catholic view of 
justification” (351). In the nineteenth chapter the authors take up their 
criticism of Catholic doctrine on the relation of baptism and the new birth, 
and follow it with criticism of the Catholic teaching on assurance of salva-
tion, in both cases arguing that the Catholic doctrine fails to do justice to 
Scripture. This chapter concludes with a section on the challenge facing 
the Catholic Church from the spread of Pentecostalism in Latin America, 
often by Catholics leaving the Catholic Church to become Pentecostals. 
Beginning with “If we were Roman Catholic bishops, a part of the mag-
isterium, this is what we would propose to do” (368), the authors make 
a number of recommendations to the Catholic Church regarding how to 
address this challenge.
The twentieth chapter is titled “The Deeply Divided Church of Rome,” 
and lays out a laundry list of problems within the Catholic Church, from 
internal disagreements between Catholics both at the level of theologians 
and non-theologians, to the poor state of basic catechesis and adherence to 
Catholic teaching. The authors claim that these disagreements show that 
the office of the pope is “no more successful in keeping everyone in line 
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than sola Scriptura!” (394) Evangelical Protestantism, they argue, “repre-
sents a far more impressive model of true unity” (399). The conclusion of 
the book reiterates three themes the authors oppose: Catholic exclusivity, 
separation between Protestants and Catholics due to Catholic exclusiv-
ity, and the Catholic notion of magisterial authority. The book closes with 
Christ’s high priestly prayer in the Gospel of St. John 17 that we would all 
be one.
One strength of this book is precisely that it pulls together in one place 
a comprehensive summary and defense of the contemporary evangelical 
Protestant objections to Catholicism. It reflects years of labor on the part 
of its coauthors, and I expect that it will be used widely for many years as 
a recommended text when evangelical Protestants are confronted with the 
Catholic question. And Catholics interested in ecumenical dialogue would 
also be benefitted by reading this book because it provides a window into 
the mindset, position, and reasoning of many evangelicals regarding the 
Catholic Church.
Nevertheless, the book suffers from some weaknesses. First, the books 
contains some mistakes and objections that indicate an inadequate under-
standing of the Catholic paradigm. For example, the authors claim that 
Canon 7 of the first Council of Nicea shows that the bishop of Jerusalem 
was preeminent over the bishop of Rome. In fact Canon 7 grants “the next 
place of honor” after the bishops mentioned in the previous canon, among 
which is that of Rome. They treat the special character a priest receives 
at ordination as if it is his moral character. They claim that because there 
were Christians in Rome before St. Peter and St. Paul came to Rome, there-
fore St. Irenaeus is obviously mistaken in his claim that Sts. Peter and Paul 
founded the Church in Rome. But in the Catholic paradigm, there is no 
particular Church until it is established by an Apostle or an episcopal suc-
cessor of the Apostles, even if Christians are present and meet regularly. 
Similarly, in their claim that the Eucharist unavoidably implies that Christ 
has two bodies, and that the tabernacle in each Catholic sanctuary is not 
an appropriate place for Christ, they fail to recognize the significance of a 
concept in Catholic theology, namely, distinct modes of presence. As for 
their claim that the Catholic dogma of the Immaculate Conception “in ef-
fect denies that Jesus was truly human simply because he was not born of a 
woman who was herself really human” (306), they presuppose something 
Catholic theology does not presuppose, namely, that being conceived with 
original sin is essential for being human. Concerning the term “Theoto-
kos,” they prefer “Bearer of God” rather than “Mother of God,” because 
they believe that the latter term shifts attention away from Christ to Mary. 
But replacing “Mother of God” with “Bearer of God” would make Simeon 
too a Theotokos, for he too carried Christ, as St. Luke writes, “he took the 
child in his arms” (St. Luke 2:28). And that would do injustice to the term 
“Theotokos” embraced by the Church in large part to protect orthodox 
Christology according to which Mary’s unique relation to Jesus is that of 
mother, not mere carrier or incubator.
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A second weakness of the book is that it does not include, address, or 
refer to the rejoinders from the Catholic perspective that directly address 
its objections to Catholic doctrine or practice. This gives the reader the 
misleading impression that there are no good responses to these objec-
tions, and leaves the presentation one-sided and incomplete. The book 
would have been vastly improved by including and addressing Catholic 
responses to their objections.
A third weakness of the book is the argumentation, which is sometimes 
by way of incredulity, negative description, question, desire, harm, or just-
so story. At times it feels that the aim of the argumentation is more about 
scoring points, and less about reaching agreement in the truth. Nor do 
the authors acknowledge when their method is theologically loaded, as 
for example, in using the lives of sinful popes to calculate the likelihood 
of Christ having established the papacy. In some cases their argumenta-
tion is ad hoc, as for example, in claiming that the pre-Reformation saints 
and history of the Church are theirs too, but then using the embarrass-
ing parts of that same Church history as reasons to oppose the Catholic 
Church. Against biblicism they affirm the authority of tradition and the 
Church fathers, but then use their own interpretation of Scripture to de-
termine what does and does not count as tradition, what are the essentials, 
and what counts as authentic development. Similarly they recognize the 
problematic character of theologically loaded methodology in the domain 
of Scripture scholarship, but make indiscriminate use of scholarship in 
Church history as if the latter is immune to such a possibility.
The primary weakness of the book is that it approaches the numerous 
Protestant-Catholic disagreements as if they are not paradigmatic, and 
therefore as if Catholic doctrines can be evaluated rightly as abstracted 
from the Catholic paradigm, and by way of the central principles of the 
Protestant paradigm. This leads to numerous cases where the authors’ 
argumentation presupposes a point that is in question at a more funda-
mental level. I counted 178 such cases. Among the central principles of the 
Protestant paradigm are notions of Scriptural perspicuity and sufficiency 
that are not part of the Catholic paradigm, whereas among the central 
principles in the Catholic paradigm are authoritative sacred tradition and 
magisterial authority. As a result, what gets counted as authoritative tra-
dition is different in both paradigms, because what sometimes is rejected 
as unbiblical according to the Protestant paradigm is within the Catholic 
paradigm viewed as part of the authoritative Tradition that normatively 
guides the interpretation of Scripture. Likewise what within the Catho-
lic paradigm is seen as definitive teaching by the Catholic Magisterium 
can be treated under the Protestant paradigm as unbiblical on the basis of 
a more fundamental disagreement regarding perspicuity. The disagree-
ments at the level of soteriology, sacramentology, Mariology, ecclesiology, 
and what counts as authentic development of doctrine hang on these 
more fundamental disagreements. But in their approach to these ques-
tions the authors make use of a perspicuity criterion which is itself central 
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to the difference in paradigms. For example, according to the authors, to 
support sola Scriptura one need only show that it can be derived from 
Scripture. However, since this derivation itself presupposes perspicuity, 
such an argument for sola Scriptura is question-begging. Similarly, the au-
thors think “theological paradigms” have to be evaluated by whether they 
are “biblical.” But what goes into their idea of being “biblical” already 
includes a theological paradigm presupposing perspicuity.
I share deeply the authors’ desire that Protestants and Catholics over-
come what has divided us these five hundred years and enjoy together 
again the unity Christ prayed for in chapter 17 of St. John’s Gospel. This 
book illustrates that doing so will require acknowledging and evaluat-
ing together the second-order reasons that underlie the first-order reasons 
that still divide us.
Debating Religious Liberty and Discrimination , by John Corvino, Ryan T. 
Anderson, and Sherif Girgis. Oxford University Press, 2017. Pp. viii + 343. 
$ 14.55 (paperback).
KEVIN VALLIER, Bowling Green State University
Not long ago, conservatives and progressives agreed upon the importance 
of religious liberty. In 1993, in response to the Supreme Court’s Employ-
ment Division v. Smith ruling, Congress passed the Religious Freedom 
Restoration Act (RFRA) with near unanimity. RFRA served as a basis for 
defending religious liberty, including the practice of religious exemptions. 
The federal government was prohibited from restricting religious liberty 
unless doing so preserved an important government interest and was the 
least restrictive means of preserving that interest.
With the legalization of same-sex marriage, and Obamacare’s health 
insurance mandate, this consensus fell apart. Some conservative Christian 
business owners suddenly found themselves subject to anti-discrimination 
law that, in their minds, requires them to serve and approve of same-sex 
marriage against their religious conscience. In response, they have sought 
religious exemptions from these new laws. And with Obamacare requir-
ing contraceptive coverage, which includes drugs and devices that many 
believe are abortifacients, many non-profit groups, and a few closely held 
for-profit religious organizations like Hobby Lobby, requested religious 
exemptions to protect themselves from being complicit in the sins of con-
traception and abortion.
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